The relationship between man and the divine must have been a key concern of human beings ever since they developed a notion of the latter. Since the divine is typically conceived as a power beyond human control, its nature, and questions of how to negotiate with and appease this force shaped human behaviour to a considerable extent. The change from belief in a multitude of gods, each with their own fields of power and competence, to the monotheism of Christian religion was undoubtedly a major one, and it hardly comes as a surprise that this change is generally expected to have affected both the conceptual thinking, and a multitude of aspects of the daily lives of those adhering to this new faith. Yet, while this is clearly what the ecclesiastical literature wants us to believe, and it is true in the long term, the situation is This chapter aims to challenge this unconditional primacy of the text, and to demonstrate that early Christian images are an important source of their own for our understanding of early Christianity.
In Rome, the earliest Christian images originate from the funerary sphere. I have therefore chosen to focus my study on the most popular Christian and non-Christian narrative images from this context during the second to early fourth century AD in order to explore the extent to which, and the way in which Christian faith may have changed ideas and practices.
It is by now commonplace that Christian iconographies are firmly rooted in, or at least based on, pagan precursors. But what exactly the relationship between the two was, is still a matter for debate. Often the pagan legacy is mainly seen in iconographic patterns, artistic or stylistic conventions, which Christians were more or less unable to avoid when creating or commissioning their images 2 . At least for their more sophisticated artworks that required technical skills, Christians inevitably had to draw upon workshops trained in conventions, and working in the tradition of non-Christian art. This argument typically assumes that the nonChristian traditional elements either had no meaning of their own, that they were pure form and could thus be fitted out with whatever meaning one wanted them to convey. Or that their original meaning was irrelevant for their Christian adaptations, that the form could be separated from and stripped off its original meaning. Both of these ideas raise serious methodological concerns, as it is precisely easily recognisable iconographic patterns that guarantee the readability of an image 3 . Implicitly or, more rarely, explicitly 4 scholars thus often assume that the meaning of specific iconographic patterns was so fluid, so open to a wide range of interpretations that they could even be appropriated by Christians. What is common to all these approaches is a strong tendency to downplay the non-Christian legacy, to focus on, or even specifically search for those aspects of early Christian concepts that are new and specific to this faith, and that differ from already existing concepts, be they Jewish, pagan, or even non-religious 5 . To some extent, this is perfectly understandable since novelties are often more exciting objects of study than the continuation of longstanding traditions. But this practice has helped to marginalise these continuities. It helped to reinforce the view that
Christian art and the ideas it conveyed were essentially different from pre-or non-Christian 2 For some prominent examples see Sichtermann (1983) , 241, 246; J. Engemann in: RAC 18 (1998) 694 s.v. Jonas, and elsewhere; Elsner (1998), 152-5; Snyder (1985) , 92-3, and elsewhere. 3 For an excellent discussion of this aspect, see Hijmans (2000) . 4 E.g. Elsner (1998), esp. 152-4, on which see below n. 73; Balch (2008) . 5 But see Mathews (1993) , 30-3, who suggests with reference to the Jonah story that "the Christian subject had to be bent somewhat to fit what the artist was familiar with and this bending in turn suggested new ways of interpreting the new subject." (33).
art and thought, and to assert the very idea the Church Fathers were so anxious to uphold, namely that Christians were also quite distinct from the rest of society as a social entity.
This approach has methodological implications, too. Scholars of early Christianity often feel obliged to read into the Christian images a surplus of meaning that is not necessarily easy to reconcile with the images themselves. To the extent to which images were denied their own language -their iconography as meaningful visual rhetoric -scholars had to establish their specifically Christian meaning by drawing on the ecclesiastical literature, even giving primacy to the latter where image and text did not easily agree. Obviously, it would be absurd to ignore the ecclesiastical writings; but we need to beware of their limitations with regard to our project. It has often been stated (but is frequently forgotten) that these writings were not just incoherent and even contradictory, thus rendering problematic an approach that absolutizes an interpretation simply because it seems to fit our expectations. These writings with their sophisticated arguments were also inaccessible to the majority of early Christians. We are therefore well advised to scrutinize which ideas are likely to have filtered down to (a given local group of) lay Christians. The images should be taken seriously and studied in their proper context, physical, social, and historical 6 . Secondly, it is interesting to study the often ignored or marginalized continuities and commonalities between pagan and Christian ideas and modes of expression in their own right, not in order to demonstrate a supposed lack of originality or 'hybridity' of forms and ideas, but from a sociological point of view. My interest here is therefore not only in a better understanding of Christian ideas, but also of pagan ones since the study of any process of reception also highlights the nature of what has been received.
One caveat must be added and concerns my use of the terms Christian and pagan as binary oppositions. It has often been stressed, and quite rightly so, that these two terms do not refer to groups as distinct as some writers, ancient as well as modern, wished them to be. First, pagans were only a coherent group in the eyes of Christians -namely in that they were neither Christians nor Jews -, but among themselves they differed widely in their beliefs. Secondly, Christians were not a coherent group either, both with regard to their Christian beliefs and their rejection or otherwise of pagan and Jewish ideas and practices. However, for heuristic reasons I shall continue to operate with these two terms, if only to demonstrate how some 6 With special attention to ancient viewing practices see e.g. Elsner (1998), and Hijmans (2000), each with bibl.
shared ideas could easily blur the borderline between the two. Moreover, the material I want to focus on is normally still discussed in these categories, so that, by using them as well, I can demonstrate their limitations 7 .
Mythological sarcophagi
By far the most popular story on mythical sarcophagi is that of Endymion being visited by Selene in his sleep (Fig. 1 ) 8 . Like some other popular narratives, including Persephone's rape by Hades (Fig. 2) , Adonis and Aphrodite, and Dionysus discovering the sleeping Ariadne on Naxos (Fig. 3) , the images have been suggested to depict, in an allegorical way, the deceased's hope for an afterlife 9 . But this is hard to maintain. Endymion was indeed immortalized, his beauty frozen in time. Yet, he remained asleep forever, deprived of any sensation, and without the prospect of ever waking up again. As Helmut Sichtermann has duly pointed out, several ancient sources therefore describe his fate as rather undesirable 10 . Cicero tells us:
The prospect of the most delightful dreams would not reconcile us to falling asleep for ever: Endymion's fate we should consider no better than death. (fin. 5.20.55, transl. H.
Rackham)
To be sure, in the mythical narrative, both Persephone and Adonis returned from the underworld for half the year. While their stories are not necessarily ideal as an allegory or paradigm of eternal life -after all, they had to stay in hades for the other half of the yearthey would at least be suitable as paradigms for a cyclical concept of life and death. Hanfmann has demonstrated that this was a key idea of the equally popular Season sarcophagi, which he related to written sources that focus on the contrast between the finitude of each individual life, and the eternity of life in general with its perpetual seasonal cycle 11 . The stories of Persephone and Adonis could easily be understood in a similar way. However, this idea is 7 I hereby follow the argument of Cameron (2011), 14-32, namely that the term constituted a largely neutral designation of a non-Christian (outsider Moreover, Persephone's (or Adonis') return is never illustrated on sarcophagi, and in epitaphs the rape is always a lamentable event and a poetic metaphor for death 13 .
This can hardly be mere coincidence. 25 On rare occasions, wall paintings in tombs do allude more explicitly to the poetic images of a life beyond, but there is no reason to believe that they are being taken any more seriously as an illustration of specific eschatological expectations than the poetic texts. In contrast to Christian imagery, even pagan sarcophagus images with religious connotations such as garlands or paterae "emphasize cult or ritual offerings, rather than any kind of belief system or doctrine": Elsner (2014) elsewhere, where death is characterised as not such a bad thing after all, and even as bliss, since it entails the deliverance from the pain and toil of everyday life 32 . The epitaph of P. Atilius claims: "I fled the miseries of sickness and the great ills of life; I am now free of all its pains and enjoy a peaceful calm" 33 . In the same way that villa life is (or could be) a refuge from the busy world of the city and the forum, from exertion and hard work, so is death often described as emancipation from all hardship and suffering. This idea later became an essentially Stoic 44 , it seems that the idea changed media, and was now expressed more often in writing rather than imagery.
Accepting this conclusion has consequences for identifying early Christian epitaphs. On the one hand, it means that epitaphs with these formulae, but without a dedication to the Dii Frustrated by the damage done to his credibility as a prophet and the lack of 'appropriate' punishment of the sinners, he retreats to an arbour, over which God grows a shady vine, determined to watch the ensuing events at Nineveh from a distance. Yet his rest lasts for only a day and a night, and is followed by God's destruction of the tree and another lesson to learn for Jonah, the self-righteous prophet, who lamented the death of a vine that grew without his 68 , but the frequency with which the interim state is mentioned in epitaphs before the middle of the fourth century demonstrates that we have to differentiate between the two, and that the latter was clearly on people's minds 69 . The term refrigerium is one of the most popular notions on early Christian epitaphs, and often clearly refers to the interim state 70 . And it is interesting to note that the cessation of epigraphic references to the interim state roughly coincides with the disappearance of Jonah from the image repertoire 71 .
Let us return briefly to the Jonah narrative in both text and image. As we have seen, the use of the image of Jonah at rest is not easily compatible with the narrative as we find it in the written accounts. Yet, in the wider context of how the ancients treated image and text, this
should not bother us too much. Images were rarely used to illustrate a text. Traditional stories were often used to exemplify a range of different ideas, and both writers and artists could manipulate the stories, or be selective in choosing only those parts of a story that suited their aims 72 . Similar manipulations and selective readings are generally accepted for Christian stories as well 73 . In our case, there are two ways of looking at this relationship. The majority view is that the scene of Jonah at rest was an addition to the story, which supplemented a specific aspect that the artists and their patrons wanted to convey in the funerary context. This reading could be supported by the observation that, in many instances, the ketos seems to spit Jonah right underneath his vine, which suggests that the two episodes are considered to be immediately subsequent. In contrast, Antonio Ferrua suggested that no additions to the written accounts of the story need to be assumed, but that we are dealing with a selection of episodes. The artists had simply chosen Jonah's brief period of bliss after God had grown the vine, without much regard for what happened before and after 74 . This view is potentially supported by the later images, which also include Jonah under the withering vine 75 . One may even go one step further and argue that the idea of this sleep being only intermittent fits the temporary sleep of death. Whatever the correct interpretation may be -and as the images do not illustrate a text anyway, the question is probably moot -in early Christian funerary contexts, the story of Jonah has been de-specified. The episode with the Ninevites has been removed to make the story more universal, and his blissful sleep in particular, is the visual equivalent of the faithful's main interest and concern, the temporary sleep that was their is not new at all. Endymion is visited by Selene (Fig. 1) , Ariadne by Dionysus (Fig. 3) , Rhea Sylvia by Mars. In contrast to the scenes of sleeping beauties, in the case of Persephone and Adonis, and in line with a huge number of more gloomy epitaphs, the violence of death is not denied but rather dramatized -just note Persephone's frantic struggle (Fig. 2) or Aphrodite's despair.
But it is mitigated by the interest that the gods take in their victims, a mitigation that may well explain why these myths were so much more popular than those of Medea or Niobe. I therefore suggest that the reason for the images' popularity -the Persephone story is the second most frequent myth on sarcophagi -is first and foremost that they present consolation; not a concrete expectation of life after death, but hope -or at least desire -for a peaceful existence in the presence, or under the protection of a caring deity.
This idea is also occasionally expressed in texts. These formulas are very close to Christian ones, which differ mainly in replacing the plural with the singular or with the name of Christ 83 . They demonstrate that the desire to live in the proximity, and enjoy the care of the divine was prevalent among both pagans and Christians, with the latter referring explicitly to Christ from the fourth century onwards 84 . While pagans -at least during the second and early third century -made this idea explicit more frequently in images than in texts, Christians preferred it the other way round. Texts and images were not tautological but complemented each other when used in tandem.
Conclusion
I hope to have shown that, at least during the first three centuries AD, Christians and nonChristians shared key ideas about what may come after death. They hoped for peaceful rest, for delivery from the toil and pain of earthly existence, and for divine presence and protection.
This state was often illustrated by sleeping figures, who constituted the single most popular narrative subject in both Christian and non-Christian funerary art. It is therefore not the case that the early Christians simply happened to use a traditional iconography as it was familiar, convenient, or just the kind of thing that an artist with traditional training would suggest, when they wanted to illustrate a biblical story. On the contrary, they deliberately manipulated the Jonah story in order to convey ideas that were relevant in the given context. They reinterpreted the narrative by letting it culminate, against any written account, in the prophet's blissful sleep under the gourd vine, the symbol or paradigm of what they hoped for after their death and before resurrection. For that purpose, they chose an iconographic formula that had long served to express largely the same idea, and that was instantly recognisable to any viewer 85 .
The precise nature of the caring divinity appears to have been secondary in this context. While, in the mythical stories, Selene's and Dionysus' interest in their sleeping counterparts is an erotic one, and a hint to the erotic attractiveness of the deceased may be implied by the sarcophagus images as well, this aspect is absent from the biblical story as well as the images, in which God is never shown. But it would be as misleading to conclude from the latter feature that God was irrelevant to the Jonah story or the interim sleep of the deceased as it would be to read the mythical images as a comment on the nature of the Greek gods. By the second century AD, their behaviour in traditional narratives had long been allegorized by those who found these stories all too human or even immoral. In the specific case, there can hardly have been an expectation that the goddess Selene took an erotic interest in the deceased in the casket, and where the deceased was female, this line of interpretation is outright absurd (at least in ancient terms). Selene's erotic desire, while integral to the mythical story, has become a metaphor for the interest she may take in the deceased. Why the Christian God started to be depicted only so late, is a matter for a separate debate, but the key point for those depicting the Jonah story was the effect he had on the fate of both Jonah and the deceased, not his exact nature. In case any of those using traditional myths or the biblical stories to decorate their tombs ever thought about the nature of their God(s) beyond what we have outlined above, they did not consider it relevant to the present environment.
I would like to conclude by indicating the wider context in which my observations may be relevant. In his masterly book The last pagans of Rome, Alan Cameron has forcefully argued, among many other things, that the opposition and even hostility between Christians and nonChristians during the fourth century that scholarship has long taken for granted, was neither persistent nor did it determine politics and social contacts except for individual incidents and authors. He contrasted this situation, however, with the third century, for which he accepts the traditional view: "Up to the age of Constantine, many Christians had looked on the entire 85 It has often been noted that Jonah was not modelled specifically on Endymion but on sleeping figures more generally; e.g. Ferrua (1962) 54; Sichtermann (1992) 54. Elsner (1998), 152-4, has argued that images of blissful sleep lent themselves to a range of readings, depending on the viewer's predisposition. This is surely true, but the "fluidity of interpretation" and "flexibility of meaning" (p. 153) has very clear limitations in that the central idea remains unchanged and is common to large sectors of society of a range of different faiths.
generalization, is overstated as well. Éric Rebillard has recently argued for an approach to religion -Christian religion in his case -that uses the insights gained from identity studies 87 .
One of these insights is that a specific identity is normally only activated and made explicit in certain contexts, especially when an individual or group feels the need to stress their difference from another individual or group. Another is that one and the same individual can have multiple identities, which he or she may activate in different contexts. Rebillard cautiously limits his conclusions to North Africa since his study is based on North African authors, but both his approach and his results can certainly be extended to Rome.
To start with the first insight, it was again Rebillard who has demonstrated previously that, according to the written sources, "many [early] Christians did not consider their Christianity relevant to their choice of a burial place" 88 , and that Christians, like their pagan contemporaries, perceived the care of the dead primarily as a social obligation. Based on a contextual approach to the archaeological evidence for burials in the third century, I have argued elsewhere that many, if not most Christians were indeed buried amongst their pagan peers, thus confirming that for most religion was of minor importance to the choice of burial place 89 .
It is consistent with these observations that both images and inscriptions from the catacombs and other tombs refer only very rarely to eschatological ideas, or to religious beliefs. On the one hand, religion was of little importance when it came to the mode of burial, and on the other, the joint use of the catacombs by pagans and Christians only triggered a desire to activate their Christian identity in a small minority of individuals.
That so many Christians did not feel offended by being buried among their pagan peers may, however, also be due to the fact that their ideas and hopes with regard to death and what may lie beyond did not differ radically from traditional ones 90 . While there was considerable disagreement among the Church Fathers about the details of what this fate might be, Roman epitaphs suggest that the key ideas of peace and closeness to Christ or God were by far the most common ones among lay people, which were also shared by most clerics. In many ways, they were not so much a contrast to pagan hopes but an extension of these. While most pagans hoped for a peaceful existence free from the toil of earthly life, which they often envisaged as everlasting sleep, while their hopes for proximity to and protection by the divine were ever so vague, Christians were certain to one day wake up and enjoy peace and closeness to God in eternity. So, even where eschatological ideas were touched upon, there was no need for, and not even much room for a clash.
From a methodological point of view these results should encourage us to take images more seriously as a source, and discourage us from rushing to conclusions about their meaning by forcibly harmonizing them with literary texts. By doing so we miss much more than just the original meaning of these images; we miss entire sectors of ancient (Christian) life and thought. We are prone to ignore -or consider unknowable -the attitudes of the lay population, and we may miss the opportunity to observe in more detail the extent to which Christianity affected -or left largely unaffected -various areas of life during the transitional periods before Christianity became the majority faith. To be sure, some scholars have warned repeatedly against using theological treatises for the interpretation of early Christian images from non-ecclesiastical contexts. 91 But the result of such caution is often the view that the images patronized by lay people were rather naïve and unspecific in their meaning, and resulted mostly from a desire to decorate and illustrate, and not to convey specific messages.
The very rarity of biblical images in the catacombs is perhaps the most obvious counterargument to this view, and I hope to have demonstrated that these images, while clearly lacking the sophistication of the ecclesiastical literature, are still meaningful and contribute substantially to a better understanding of ancient society during its transition to a Christian one.
92 91 Josef Engemann has been one of the most relentless advocates of this view, e.g. Engemann (1996) 554. 92 Of course, another caveat needs to be expressed here: It is often assumed that images on sarcophagi and the walls of catacombs represent the 'common people'. But it is not clear at all what this should mean. At least the sarcophagi are expensive items and point to patrons of at least modest wealth. The rarity of wall paintings in the catacombs, especially in the early ones, also begs questions of who these people were who chose to use this decoration since, no matter what percentage of Christian users of these underground cemeteries we assume at any given point in time, there clearly were more Christians buried in them than used biblical image decoration. Ultimately, we are touching here on much-discussed question of the origin of the first Christian images, which reaches far beyond the scope of the present paper.
